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After two years of intense efforts by Colombian President Andres Pastrana, the peace process has
produced little and seems near collapse under the weight of unrelenting violence. While politicians
from across the political spectrum have urged Pastrana to reconsider his commitment to the talks,
the president appears determined to stay the course. Political leaders have said that, barring major
breakthroughs, the peace process has no future. And Ciro Ramirez, leader of Pastrana's Partido
Conservador, said on Jan. 3 that the president had considered breaking off talks but was not yet
ready to give up.
In a Gallup survey published in the weekly news magazine Cambio on the second anniversary of
the peace talks, 73% of respondents said the process was going badly and just 19% saw progress.
Two years earlier, a Gallup poll found 42% of respondents were optimistic about the peace efforts,
while 48% were pessimistic. Efforts to reach agreement with ELN continue On Dec. 23, the Ejercito
de Liberacion Nacional (ELN) released 42 police and military personnel in what some called the first
success of Pastrana's efforts.
Some of those released had been held by the ELN for nearly three years. "This shows a real interest
in peace," said Bishop Alberto Giraldo, president of the Conferencia Episcopal Colombiana
(CEC) and an observer with the government peace commission. The ELN operates mostly in the
northern states of Bolivar, Cesar, Antioquia, and Santander, the eastern Orinoco River Basin and the
southwestern states of Valle, Cauca, and Narino. Key to ELN-government talks is the establishment
of a new demilitarized zone. The government has agreed to the zone, but residents have put up stiff
resistance, concerned that it would heighten violence in their region. Pastrana has been working to
convince inhabitants of the area that the zone is in their best interests.
"I think we're at a stage now when white smoke will definitely emerge," Development Minister
Augusto Ramirez said shortly after Pastrana, peace commissioner Camilo Gomez, and Interior
Minister Humberto de la Calle began talks with the regional representatives on the ELN zone in late
December.
On Jan. 13, the government asked residents to accept the new distention zone. Gomez presented the
main points of an agreement between the government and the ELN at a meeting with community
leaders in the port city of Barrancabermeja, 270 km northeast of Bogota in the department of
Santander. The proposed 2,000 sq km zone would be in the southern part of Bolivar department and
would be the site of an ELN- sponsored national convention with various sectors of Colombian civil
society, expected to last up to nine months.
ELN leader Pablo Beltran, who communicated to the participants of the Barrancabermeja
meeting by radio, said his organization is ready to decree a general cease-fire in the mid©2011 The University of New Mexico,
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Magdalena River region. Barrancabermeja battered by violence The potential for a peace dialogue
between the government, representatives of civil society, and the ELN has intensified conflict in
Barrancabermeja, where 24 people were assassinated during the first ten days of 2001. It is widely
considered one of the most violent places in the hemisphere.
Legislator Gustavo Petro, a former leader of the M-19 guerrilla group turned political party, said
Barrancabermeja averages one homicide every 10 hours. It is becoming "the Colombian Sarajevo,
where armed groups shoot without looking and have the sole objective of instilling terror," he said.
An important center of the oil industry with 600,000 inhabitants, Barrancabermeja is a target of both
the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) and the ELN, as well as the paramilitary
groups. In 2000, more than 400 people were assassinated by the armed groups.
On Jan. 1, a car bomb exploded in the city. No one was hurt, and police said the target was the new
headquarters of the secret police, which was totally destroyed. Gen. Luis Alfredo Rodriguez, director
of the Policia Judicial, attributed the attack to the ELN.
On Jan. 10, Interior Minister Humberto de la Calle announced new measures aimed at controlling
paramilitary violence, especially near Barrancabermeja. The measures would permit a curfew,
restrictions on the sale of alcohol, restrictions on carrying arms, and strict controls on activities of the
security forces. A major complaint of human rights groups is that the attitude of the armed forces
is a leading cause of the violence. They say the armed forces have facilitated the operations of the
paramilitaries, estimated to be responsible for 80% of the massacres in and around the city.

Paramilitary violence run rampant
Paramilitary violence is not confined to Barrancabermeja. Paramilitary leader Carlos Castano of the
Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC) admitted that his people shot labor leader Wilson Borja
on Dec. 13 in Bogota, but said they only intended to kidnap him, not kill him. Borja survived the
attack in which two bodyguards were wounded and a woman bystander was killed. On Jan. 9, a car
bomb exploded in the parking lot of a shopping mall in Medellin, killing two people and wounding
57, including the nine-month-old baby of one of the victims. The impact of the explosion damaged
250 cars, destroyed 24 shops and part of the four-story structure that also holds movie theaters and a
parking garage. No group has claimed responsibility for the bomb.
Some police and legal sources attributed the bombing to La Terraza, a gang of killers for hire said to
be linked to Castano and the AUC. For many, the attack recalled the terror campaign waged in the
late 1980s and early 1990s by the Medellin drug cartel to fight extraditions to the US. Paramilitary
massacres were an almost daily occurrence in early January. In the pre-dawn hours of Jan. 17,
paramilitary fighters entered the remote village of Chengue in the northern department of Sucre,
killing 27 men with guns and machetes before setting fire to dozens of houses and stores.
Colombia's ombud Eduardo Cifuentes called on the government to increase its efforts to curb the
paramilitary groups, believed to have killed most of the 1,226 civilians who died in massacres last
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year. Just since Jan. 1, said Cifuentes, paramilitary massacres have taken the lives of at least 130
civilians.

FARC talks in limbo
Two years ago, Pastrana approved the 42,000 sq km demilitarized area in southern Colombia to be
used to conduct peace talks with the FARC. The talks, which began Jan. 7, 2000, have had a rocky
history. Last November, the FARC unilaterally halted the talks, saying the government had done
nothing to control the abuses of the paramilitary groups. On Dec. 29, assailants shot Rep. Diego
Turbay Cote after stopping his armored vehicle in southern Caqueta department.
Also killed were Turbay's mother, brother-in-law, and four others. Turbay headed the peace
committee of the House of Representatives. He was a relative of former President Julio Cesar
Turbay Ayala (1978-1982). Gen. Tobias Duran of the National Police quickly blamed the FARC,
and President Pastrana said on Dec. 30 that "serious evidence" linked FARC guerrillas to the
assassination. The president warned that the peace process was at risk.
The daily El Tiempo reported that the police had intercepted a radio communication in which a
member of the FARC reportedly told a superior that guerrillas had killed the legislator and the
others.
On Jan. 4, peace commissioner Camilo Gomez traveled to the FARC enclave to discuss the killing.
A FARC statement read on RCN television news denied responsibility for the incident. FARC
spokesperson Raul Reyes repeated that denial following the meeting between Gomez and FARC
commander Manuel "Tirofijo" Marulanda Velez. "The only thing we know is that they are dead,"
said Reyes. "They [the Turbay family] had a lot of enemies." Reyes said "a lot of people knew" that
the Turbay family supported the paramilitaries.
Again on Jan. 8, Reyes told NTC television news that the FARC had not killed Turbay and the others.
He said the supposed evidence linking the FARC to the killings was fabricated by the military. Reyes
pointed out that both paramilitary groups and the military operate in the area where the killings
took place. "There is much good and a little bad," said Reyes when asked to evaluate the peace
process. "The bad is not having advanced much and not having better results. The good is that
we have expectations, an agenda of topics, a place in which to hold conversations, and a unique
willingness by the FARC to continue forward despite the difficulties present after 12 years in which
there were no talks."
Gomez went to the FARC enclave again on Jan. 17, in another effort to restart the talks. Both Gomez
and Marulanda said they were optimistic the talks could be resumed. The demilitarized zone
remains the government's chief bargaining chip. The agreement on the zone was due to expire in
November, but after pressure from UN mediators, Pastrana extended the deadline by six weeks,
until Jan. 31 (see NotiSur, 2000-07-21). If the government decides to reclaim the area, it would likely
become a war zone. If Pastrana sends troops into the area, paramilitary groups would likely attack
civilians believed to have supported the guerrillas during their two- year occupation of the zone.
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"It's clear that the peace process is without oxygen," an El Tiempo editorial said in early January.
"But despite all the hardships that have resulted from the negotiations, we are convinced a scenario
including all-out war in any of the country's regions would be far worse."

-- End --
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